using VA education benefits earn a degree or complete a certificate or training program, 3 the remaining one third may drop out because of the challenges involved in transitioning from service member to student (disability, financial hardship, and defeatist thoughts). 4 Supportive services can help veterans to transition into higher education and potentially set them up for academic success, but the evidence base still needs to be established. The VA has implemented peer support programs for veterans with severe mental illness, helping veterans to navigate VA health care systems, empowering them, and instilling hope for recovery. [5] [6] [7] Peer support interventions addressing musculoskeletal Fall 2016 • vol 10.3 pain and hypertension have also been implemented within VA health care settings resulting in improved health outcomes. 8, 9 Within non-VA settings, buddy-to-buddy programs for service members have been developed to reduce stigma and cope with mental health symptoms. 10 Few have implemented peer support programs within community settings.
The goal of the VSP was to develop partnerships between VA health services researchers and VA chaplains (institutional partner) and local campus leadership and veterans (community partners) to develop local peer-led programs for student veterans obtaining higher education in rural communities. We used principles of community-based participatory research for health, 11 including obtaining meaningful community involvement and input on local veteran issues and collaborative planning and partnerships. 12 Our work leveraged existing community-academic partnerships established through the Mental Health-Clergy
Partnership Program (VCP), a VA-sponsored community-based program established in rural counties in Arkansas to develop partnerships and reach student veterans. 13 Community partners were involved in the initial brainstorming of the project and the grant writing process (input and letters of support).
VA-funded research often uses a "top-down" approach and rarely uses community-based participatory research approaches to address the health needs of veterans. Increasingly, veterans, community members, and community-based organizations (CBOs) serving veterans and academics are partnering to develop local programs 14 or give voice to veterans' health care experiences. 15 In our project, VA mental health services researchers and VA chaplains (institutional partners), along with CABs, campus leaders and faculty, clergy, and student veteran leaders collaborated to develop peer-led services on 2-and 4-year campuses in rural counties in Arkansas.
Our partnership, similar to many community-academic partnerships, encountered challenges. Differing histories and subjectivities as well as motivations driving the partnership and research agenda influenced our collaboration. 16 The institutional partners were outsiders with limited understanding of the community and interpersonal dynamics, whereas community partners were embedded within their communities and possessed insider knowledge of veterans' needs and appropriate ways to address them. 17 Although our initial efforts focused on the mental health needs of rural student veterans, each site developed distinct peer-led services. All linked veterans to campus, community, and VA health care services and resources, including mental health care services.
This paper reflects the perspectives of institutional and community partners and describes the first year of building partnerships and developing veteran-to-veteran services, presents findings from our evaluation of local peer-led services, and discusses challenges and lessons learned.
METHODS

Setting
The VSP, a project housed within the VA South Central 
Site Selection
The institutional leaders identified six partnership sites.
Colleges and universities were selected based on (1) 
Project Structure
Health services researchers (an anthropologist, a doctorate-level counselor, and a psychiatrist) were assigned to colleges/universities and worked with VA chaplains and existing community partners (VCP CABs) to build new partnerships with campus and community leadership. In Figure 2 , we illus- Developing Veteran-to-Veteran Services 
Evaluation of Partnerships and Veteran-to-Veteran Services
We used ethnographic research to understand the process of partnership building and to characterize the type of campus and community leaders who became involved in helping develop peer-led services. We also used qualitative research (eg, key informant interviews) to understand student veterans' decisions to become involved in the program as well as their experiences over time. 18 These methods, which were approved by the VA Institutional Review Board, will be used over the anticipated 3 years of the study to continuously improve partnership building and peer-led services.
Ethnographic research. Ethnographic methods are used to conduct observations and document conversations as Table 1) . The colleges and universities were located in underserved communities with limited access to high-quality mental health care services and had varying levels of community support and awareness of the unique mental health needs of student veterans.
As an example to describe the process of partnership building and the development of a locally tailored peer-led service, site 1 was developed at a 2-year community college located in an isolated, small town in rural south central Arkansas.
The total student population is approximately 1,600, is nearly evenly composed of full-and part-time students, and is split mal student veteran support group; this faculty member was instrumental in developing ideas for peer-led, veteran services.
In fall 2013, two team members with strong ties to the local CBO built relationships with leadership in Student Services and both institutional and community partners planned campus and community events for student veterans. In winter 2014, we held a "Tech Talk," a presentation developed in partnership with Student Services leadership to raise awareness about veteran-specific and campus resources. The POC discussed how combat-related trauma exposure affected his psychological health and academic performance, prompting him to seek VA health care services. He discussed navigating the VA health care system and using technology (eg, speech recognition software) to facilitate the retention of class material and completion of academic tasks. Through this talk, our first peer advisor was recruited and trained. This presentation became our vehicle to Brought young NG members to nursing home on Veterans Day to interact with the veterans for fellowship and camaraderie. Spoke briefly to group, "penned" the veterans in the nursing home, took pictures with them, and offered support.
Community student veterans' bowling night 1 CBO Helped plan, organize, and participate in a bowling night/supper for community veterans and their families for relationship-building and support.
Semester registration and finals week "goody bags" 1, 2, 3, 5, 6 VSP, VCP, CABs, CBO PAs handed out "goody bags" with snacks and resources to student veterans at the beginning and end of semester to encourage and support veterans.
Elementary school book-read 1 CBO PA read and spoke to elementary school students about military and veteran experiences.
Middle school assembly 1 CBO Attended middle school Veterans Day assembly and spoke about veteran experiences. 1 This CBO originated from the local VCP CAB.
Site 4 is not represented in this table because we did not hold any events or activities on this campus. Furthermore, we were unable to recruit peer advisors at this site.
Abbreviations: CAB, community advisory board; CBO, community-based organization; NG, National Guard; PA, Peer Advisor; SVA, Student Veterans of America; POC, program outreach coordinator; VCP, VA/Clergy Partnership for Rural Veterans; VSP, VA/Student Partnership for Rural Veterans.
recruiting several other peer advisors across sites.
By the end of year 1, the peer advisor connected several peers to needed services and programs such as student veteran scholarships and VA outpatient mental health services. He also participated in a number of outreach events in the community providing an opportunity to educate veterans about the peer-led service and use of the GI Bill to obtain higher education (Table 2 lists Initial project language such as "veteran-to-veteran program" and "mentee" was problematic because it implied that students had an obligation to the peer-led service. After seeking advice from a similar program established in Michigan,
Peer Advisors for Veteran Education (PAVE), we reframed the project language to make it more acceptable to student veterans. We also renamed the project the VSP, referred to our veteran-to-veteran program as a service, and replaced "mentees" with "student veterans" or "peers."
Peer advisors struggled to reach out to five student veterans and document those touched by their services. Because their role was to develop relationships with student veterans and assess unmet needs, they did not see their role as formal.
Eventually, we omitted the expectation of serving five peers and institutional partners reached out to peer advisors on a weekly basis to obtain information on reach of services.
Unfortunately, the approach to documenting reach of peer-led services was not sustainable over time. 
DISCUSSION
Peer-led supportive services, such as the ones being developed through our partnerships, have the potential to connect veterans to needed resources and offer veterans a sense of community, which can potentially increase retention rates and help to ensure academic success. Others have found that peer-led veteran support programs engage student veterans in support services and integrate them in the campus community. 24 Many campuses already have supportive services for students, but they may not be veteran initiated or led.
Additionally, values and attitudes promulgated within the military such as self-reliance and pride may deter some from accessing these services. 24 Veteran-led programs provide student veterans an opportunity to connect to fellow veterans and veteran faculty members who share military experiences and can help them transition from the rigid structure of the military to the self-directed life of a student. 25 Grassroots efforts promoting teamwork and encouraging veterans to serve as leaders able to connect veteran peers to needed resources may be ideal ways to engage student veterans and to help them succeed in college. This community-based participatory research approach is a targeted and appropriate way to develop peerled programs with the potential to be sustained over time. 
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